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This thesis intends to study Tess of the D’Urbervilles (Tess hereafter) from an 
eco-feminist perspective.  Eco-feminism, as a newly emerging critical theory, has 
been applied to analyze literary works in recent years. Essays interpreting Tess from 
the eco-feminist perspective have also been published in recent years, though limited 
in quantity and depth. There is still room to explore the eco-feminist trend of the novel 
in depth. This thesis, therefore, aims to further explore the eco-feminist elements 
reflected in Tess to see how Hardy transcends, and at the same time is confined by his 
time.  
Generally speaking, eco-feminism associates the oppression of women by men 
with the exploitation of nature by human beings, since the domination of women and 
nature is based on the same patriarchal ruling logic. In his novel Tess, Hardy revealed 
his concern for and sympathy with women and nature. His heroine is closely 
interwoven with nature, and her fate is similar to the predicament of nature. Although 
written over 100 years ago, the novel has a theme in line with the principles of 
eco-feminism.   
All together, this thesis consists of four chapters plus an introduction and a 
conclusion. The “Introduction” traces the critical studies on Tess briefly. Hardy’s 
inclination to the principles of eco-feminism is also briefly presented.  
In Chapter One, eco-feminism is presented in detail from the following aspects, 
its principles, its main schools as well as its origin. This chapter is constructed as the 
theory frame based on which Tess will be studied in the following chapters.  
In Chapter Two, nature’s role and the conflict between nature and culture 
reflected in Hardy’s novel Tess are studied to reveal Hardy’s view on nature. Further 
more, Hardy’s hometown and the social changes of his time are examined to show how 















past unity, and this sentiment is epitomized in his imaginative area Wessex.    
In Chapter Three, Hardy’s attitude to women and patriarchal values are presented. 
He bravely protests against the dominant social values which are against women, but at 
the same time, he unconsciously speaks for the patriarchal system. In this chapter, the 
heroine Tess is studied from the feminist perspective to reveal the double sexual 
standard and social customs of the Victorian era which contribute to women’s 
dominated position.   
In Chapter Four, the eco-feminist approach will be applied to study the intimate 
relationship between women and nature, thus to reveal the fact that nature and women 
are oppressed and challenged by civilization and men respectively. Hardy expresses his 
sympathy for women and nature, but confined by his time, he falls into fatalism and 
pessimism.  
“Conclusion” first summarizes the main points of this thesis and then goes on to 
conclude that Hardy, as a novelist of the Victorian time, has reflected some 
eco-feminist ideas which maybe he himself is unconscious of. However, confined by 
his time, Hardy failed to point out that the patriarchal ruling logic is the root of 
women’ oppression and nature’s domination, though he reveals the intimacy and 
similar predicament of women and nature.   
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Among all the novels which together contributed to Hardy’s fame as a great writer, 
Tess is generally agreed as his masterpiece. Also, this novel has been exposed to 
criticism ever since its appearance in the year of 1891. On the one hand, it is praised by 
some critics for its rural description, its tragic beauty, its protest against the Victorian 
values as well as its affirmation of heroic endeavor of human against the indifferent 
universe. On the other hand, this novel is doubted by other critics for its pessimism and 
fatalism, its ambiguity of “pure woman” and its prevalence of incidents, like many of 
his other novels. In his book named Thomas Hardy, Irving Howe praised Hardy’s 
creation of a “morally ennobling woman” (Howe, 1985: 110), whereas Robert Louis 
Stevenson, a contemporary of Hardy, despised the novel as “not alive, not true” in his 
letter to Henry James in the year of 1893 (Stevenson, 2001: 506). Also, the novel has 
been studied and researched from different perspectives. Margaret Olyphant, a Scottish 
novelist of late-Victorian era, showed doubt about the notion of fate reflected in the 
novel and pointed out some flaws in Hardy’s depiction of Tess. In 1892, another 
Scottish critic Francis Adams published A Review of Tess of the d’Urbervilles in which 
he discussed the main characters. Like other novels of “character and environment”, 
Tess carries Hardy’s consistent writing styles and philosophical depth. The approaches 
which are adopted to study Tess can be summarized as the following categories, 
including tragedy and pessimism, structure and plot, archetypes from the bible, 
feminism as well as modernism. 
 The study of Tess from eco-feminist perspective began to emerge just a few 
years ago. The appearance of the novel Tess, which was written in 1892, was much 
earlier than the emergence of eco-feminism. As it has been mentioned previously, 
eco-feminists associate the oppression of women by men with the exploitation of 















reflected in his novel Tess, so as to prove that Hardy’s meditation about women and 
nature coincides with the concerns of eco-feminists. To some extent, Hardy can be 
regarded as a talent that has transcended his time, since he considers some issues 
beyond his own time. A critical analysis of the novel based on eco-feminist theory will 
render the work some new values. 
Hardy has the conviction, or more properly, the passionate intuition that “the 
natural world is the source and repository of all the energies that control human 
existence” and that “the best life is one spent in undemanding harmony with the 
biological and geographic environment” (Howe, 1985: 23). The eco-feminist trend of 
Hardy can be briefly summarized as follows: 
First, nature and women are two important topics of his works. Nature is the 
cradle where he grew up, and also the stage where he exhibits his talent as a writer. In 
Tess, as in most of his other novels, much effort has been made to the description of 
the landscapes. When reading the novels, readers also have the chance to appreciate 
the picturesque landscapes. Nature, on the one hand, provides the backdrop for the 
characters to move and at the same time is an important participant of the events taking 
place in his novels. The fates of his characters are usually linked with the changes in 
nature. Also, one of Hardy’s big concerns is the deterioration of nature as the result of 
social development. 
Besides nature, another focus of Hardy’s writing is women. Tess is a good 
example to illustrate this. This heroine is the central character of the novel, just as the 
title suggests. Even the important male characters, such as Angel and Alec, are placed 
in a subordinated position. They appear in the novel largely because they are important 
characters that influence the fate of the heroine. At the same time, Hardy stands with 
women and bravely protests the unfavorable social moral system which is against 
women. Prompted by this emotional inclination, he defiantly calls his heroine a pure 
woman though she is a fallen woman to most of his contemporaries. 















unorthodox woman Tess, who is disputable for readers of his time, and defiantly calls 
her a “pure woman”. The brilliant and brave images of women created by Hardy are in 
contrast with the established images of traditional women of his time. He ponders on 
women’s position and criticizes the oppression of women by the patriarchal social 
system. Besides, Hardy also expresses his anxiety and nostalgia for the lost unity in 
nature and the destruction of nature by humans. So, his novel can be seen as a plea and 
a protest against men’s inhumanity to men, to women and to lower animals. 
Finally, Hardy reveals the oppressed condition of women and nature. The 
eco-feminist trend of Hardy lies in his realization of the similar condition of women 
and nature. In his novel, Hardy reveals the dominated position of women and nature, 
and he associates one with the other. He protests against the moral standard of the 
patriarchal society which oppresses women, and blames the development of industry 
and technology that put threat to nature. 
As a writer of the Victorian time, Hardy’s views towards nature and women 
coincide with the ideas of eco-feminism, though he fails to point out the common 
enemy of women and nature. Although living a century ago, Hardy’s concerns about 
women and nature still have modern significance. Readers of present age will be 
enlightened by his ideas and prompted to ponder on the social and environmental 
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Chapter One Eco-feminist Theory 
In recent years, the deterioration of environment has exerted impact on human life. 
The increasing natural disasters and epidemics cause humans alarm and anxiety. At the 
same time, people begin to contemplate the relationship between human beings and 
nature. Some attempts are also made to improve their relationship as people begin to 
cultivate environmental consciousness. The emergence of eco-feminism, at this critical 
moment, links the predicament of nature with the general situation of women, and 
points out that the exploitation of nature by culture shares the same root with the 
oppression of women by men. So, it plays the role of enlightening people to realize the 
basic source of environmental crisis, which is fundamental in solving the problem. In 
the following part, the term “eco-feminism” will be illustrated from the following three 
aspects.  
1.1 Principles of Eco-feminism 
The term “eco-feminism” was first put forward by the French feminist Francois 
d’Eaubonne in her work entitled Le Feminisme ou la Mort in the year of 1974. Also in 
this work, she claims that the two issues, women and nature, are interwoven, therefore, 
it is impossible to solve the problems separately. Many of her contemporaries echoed 
her view by expressing similar ideas with the eco-feminist trend. So far, there is not a 
proper definition for the concept of eco-feminism. Nevertheless, the ideas and stance 
shared by the eco-feminists provide some knowledge about this newly emerging trend. 
Eco-feminists hold that women and nature share similarity and intimacy, and that the 
oppression of women by men and the exploitation of nature by modern civilization are 
closely connected with the patriarchal values as the base. So eco-feminism can be 
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research of environmental issues from the perspective of feminism, and the 
examination of feminist issues with the insight drawn from ecology. American critic 
Cheryll Glotfelty explains the reason why the eco-feminists prefer “eco” to “environ” 
is that the latter has the negative implication that humans are in the central position 
with other species in a subordinate position (Wei Qingqi, 2002: 35). 
According to the patriarchal view, the link between women and nature lies in their 
similar qualities. Nature is devalued as the contrast of reason, and it is negatively 
associated with emotion, passion, body, irrationality and madness. All these negative 
impressions are also applied to describe women. Therefore, women are regarded as 
closer to nature and men to culture. Since nature is portrayed as uncivilized, emotional 
and passionate, women, who are associated with nature, are logically labeled as 
inferior to men. 
The eco-feminists do not deny the similarity and intimacy between nature and 
women. They believe that women and nature are physiologically similar. For instance, 
the earth is usually compared to a mother who nourishes all the species in the world. 
Similarly, women are able to create lives by giving birth to children. Contrary to the 
patriarchal thought, the eco-feminists render positive values to this similarity. They 
celebrate and affirm the natural closeness of women and nature. 
Compared with the traditional feminists, the aim of the eco-feminists is not to 
gain equal rights and social positions with men. In other words, what they pursue is not 
to be the same with men. They celebrate and affirm the connection between women 
and nature, giving positive values to their similarity. The oppression of women by men 
and the exploitation of nature by culture, according to eco-feminist thinking, are 
closely related. In a sense, women and nature share similar fate and future. 
As we know, the patriarchal values, on the one hand, insist on the superiority of 
men over women, and on the other hand, the superiority of human beings over other 
species. A hierarchical system is established based on the patriarchal values. However, 
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